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BATTALION CHIEF KENAHAN: Today is January 
21st, 2002, the time is 1:05 p.m., and this is 
Battalion Chief Dennis Kenahan from the Safety 
Battalion of the Fire Department of the City of New 
York. I'm conducting an interview with Firefighter 
Paul Bessler from Engine 1 in the quarters of Engine 
Ls 

Q. Paul, just tell the events as you recall them 
from September 11th. 

A. Okay. I'll start with Engine 1's arrival to 
the building. We responded to the north tower and we 
proceeded up to the 22nd floor. When we got to the 
22nd floor, there was a staging area for I believe it 
was the Port Authority Police, and our proby was having 
chest pains, and my Lieutenant, Andy Desperito, gave an 
urgent for Firefighter Craig Dunn, probationary 
firefighter, which kind of slowed us down a little 
bit. We would have continued up, but we wanted to make 
sure he was getting assistance. His urgent was given 
and it was answered. I don't know by who. 

So we were going to proceed up. He was in 
good hands with the Port Authority cops. While we were 
in the hallway, we were taking a breather, the south 


tower fell. We all thought it was a secondary 
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explosion or maybe a plane, but we never knew that the 
south tower fell. We just knew, whatever it was, that 
it was really bad. So the lights had gone out and the 
ceiling tiles fell and we all turned our flashlights on 
and went into the staircase to get shelter because the 
shafts were open. On the 22nd floor, some of the 
elevator shafts were actually open. I don't Know who 
had said it but they said, you know, get into the 
staircase, and we all went in the staircase. The 
emergency lighting was on. 

Andy actually started going up the staircase, 
which, in my mind, I thought he's not going up the 
stairs. After what just happened, this is not good. 
There's something we don't know. He was on a mission 
to go up the stairs. The brothers were up. Just at 
that point, my radio came clear as day, "Imminent 
collapse. This was a terrorist attack. Evacuate." 
That's exactly what I heard. I think that was Chief 
Picciotto that was giving the order. We relayed that 
again, hoping that the brothers would hear it above us, 
and I remember the look on Andy's face, like 
apprehension that we were going to leave this building. 

Q. What's Andy's last name? 


A. Desperito. Andy Desperito. 
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Anyhow, he looked at me and told me to take 
Craig, the proby, and get him out safely, which I did. 
I grabbed Craig by the collar and said come on, we're 
getting out. I started going down the stairs, 
everybody behind us. We came a cross that woman, 
Josephine Harris, who was saved by Ladder 6. I stopped 
for a moment, and just as I did, the staircase kind of 
got clogged because we blocked the landing and just for 
a moment I looked thinking how can we help this lady? 
All of a sudden I hear somebody yelling go, go, we got 
her. I look up and it's Andy and sure enough he's 
going to help everybody, Andy, you know? We started 
going back down the stairs again because I figured, 
okay, she's not going to be left. We continued on our 
way . 

We got to about the 4th floor and the 
emergency lighting now was dim, covered with white 
powder and whatever, and we caught up to the 
Civilians. They were kind of backed up. What happened 
was, I guess, it was dark at the bottom of the 
staircase and I shined my flashlight and started 
yelling for people to move and, eventually, with our 
lights, they were able to see and it kind of flushed 


everybody out and all those civilians were able to get 
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out of the staircase ahead of us. I was expecting like 
a pileup. I didn't expect to be able to get out of the 
staircase, to tell you the truth. 

When I got down to the lobby, now the lobby 
was a disaster. It was slippery. It was just -- you 
know, it wasn't the same lobby that I came into it 
seemed. We got to the lobby and there was a Chief. I 
don't remember who he was, but he screamed at us and 
pointed, and he pointed towards West Street, which we 
went out right to the building. When I got to the 
apron, I looked up to see if any more -- there was a 
lot of jumpers and people were still jumping and we 
looked up to make sure it was clear, put our heads down 
and we ran out. 

Q. Just one thing. When you said he was 
screaming at you, he was telling you to leave? 

A. Yes. Go, go, and pointing towards West 
Street, just yelling, go, go, go. I expected maybe to 
hang out in the lobby for a little, you know, not 
thinking I was in danger. So we went out. We 
realized. We said, you Know, he's ordering us to get 
out, so we did, and that's how we kind of got separated 
from our guys because now he's telling us to go, so now 


there's a distance between the guys in the staircase. 
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So we get out to the apron, look up to make 
sure it's clear. I was with the proby. I didn't want 
anything happening at this point. We just crossed the 
barricades and started walking and there was all that 
white dust in the street. It was like a five-inch 
snowstorm, like just fresh powder. We were actually 
making footprints in it. I didn't see anybody outside 
except for just the jumpers. I mean, we really didn't 
see anybody and it was really bizarre. It was 
surreal. It didn't make sense. There were so many 
people on arrival and now there's nobody, and we never 
knew the south tower fell still. 

Just as we got towards the walkway, I looked 
back because I heard what I thought was another jet, 
and it was the building on its way down already. My 
guys had just came out. They were on the apron and 
they were just going to cross the barricade and stuff 
was -- the debris was on its way down and we just ran. 
We had our masks on. Our face pieces were actually on 
because the proby was having problems with chest pains, 
having difficulty breathing, so even when we were on 
the 4th floor, I made him put his mask on and I did the 
same thing. 


So we had our masks on and we were running 
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towards Vesey Street as fast as we could with all our 
gear, and as we were running, thinking we're never 
going to make it. It was just ridiculous to think you 
were going to make it. We both wound up getting 
knocked down by the blast, I guess, from like a 
pressure wave. It took us off our feet. My helmet 
flew off. We got up and just continued running, and 
then the dust cloud just engulfed us, and basically it 
was over our head like two or three blocks but down. 
It kind of went -- it's hard to explain on tape, but 
the dust cloud had gone further up the block, higher. 
The lower section was like a few blocks back. So it 
kind of stayed on us the whole way, and all the guys I 
knew were behind us in it and I never thought I'd see 
them again, you know. 

We made our way out of there. I got Craig to 
an ambulance and they took him immediately, and just as 
they were putting him in and prepping him in the 
ambulance, they said there was a gas leak and we heard 
some secondary explosions and all the ambulances and 
ESU trucks kind of took off in the other direction. So 
now I'm running by myself in the dust with nobody left 
from my company, and I started calling on the radio, 


you Know, anybody from Engine 1? I was just asking 
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anybody seen Engine 1? I didn't get any response at 
all. So it was just a lonely feeling. I didn't quite 
understand what really took place. 

After a while I found a couple of guys that I 
know and they said that there were guys looking for me, 
so I knew that a couple of my members had made it. In 
the back of my mind, I just never thought -- I was 
hoping Andy Desperito was okay, but I kind of didn't 
think he was going to -- you know, it was too close for 
us, So anybody behind us, I really didn't think they 
made it. I found a couple of my members and found out 
about Father Mike and found out that -- I guess it must 
have been maybe 40 minutes to an hour, they already had 
found Andy. They found his body. It wasn't confirmed 
but it was confirmed to me by guys I trust. 

We made our way back to the command post, 
which was now on Vesey Street, I guess, and we didn't 
know what to do. We were there, we had no boss, and we 
just kind of wandered around aimlessly thinking what 
can we do? We can't go look for our boss. We've 
already found him. Like what are we supposed to do at 
this point? So we decided we would just go back to the 
firehouse and try to deal with everything and kind of 


report the story and try to find out who made it, who 
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didn't, from the truck. 
That's pretty much it. I mean, sparing all 
the details, you know. 
Q. All right. Well, if there's anything else 
you want to add -- 
A. No, that's pretty much it. I got it wrapped 
up into a short story now. 
BATTALION CHIEF KENAHAN: Okay. Well, thank 
you, Paul. 
FIREFIGHTER BESSLER: You're welcome. 
BATTALION CHIEF KENAHAN: The time now is 


1:13 and this concludes the interview. 


